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Chapter 1

The Big Barf

The worst thing about chunder is the flow-on effect. You know how it is: some bad belly in a crowd pukes and before you can blink you’re up to your eyeballs in the stuff.

Not a pretty sight. Not a pretty situation.

But when you’re a crime fighter, things seldom come pretty.

The name’s Martinelli. Angelo Martinelli. Most people call me Angel, but I prefer the version on my business cards: The Angel. Well, it will be on my business cards as soon as I get some. There’s a machine in the mall, right opposite my Uncle Marco’s pizza bar, that spits out fifty of them for ten bucks, which is pretty good value. You don’t get any fancy graphics, but who needs them? Better to have something short, plain and hard-hitting, like The Angel, Private Investigator and Undercover Agent, followed by a phone number. Like they say, less is more.

I haven’t always wanted to fight crime. At one time I thought I might be an international soccer player. When I got hooked on detective novels I figured it might be cool to be a famous writer. You can probably tell already I’ve got a certain talent in that direction.

Then last year I actually solved a couple of crimes. No big deals — a friend’s missing violin, the mystery of my sister’s haunted house — but not bad for someone with no training, no decent transport and a mother who raises the roof if he’s not home every night for dinner. Not many PIs could do as well with those handicaps. Saddle old Sherlock Holmes with an Italian mother and see how many cases he’d crack.

Anyway, that’s when I decided solving crimes was more my line. But around here, interesting cases don’t come along all that often and things had been pretty quiet on the crime front for a long time.

Which brings me back to where I started.

Not that the significance of it struck me at the time. I mean, who could have guessed? After all, curry pies had been known to cause more than the odd tummy rumble before. Nobody had to deliberately sabotage a school curry pie. It was pretty deadly just as it was, straight out of the paper bag with a squirt of tomato sauce. Even so, most people survived one without spraying the surrounding landscape with a series of technicolour splashes.

As I said, not a pretty sight. And a pretty horrible smell.

It was just bad luck that Mrs Tuck had laid on those nice white tablecloths. Normally, bare wooden trestles are good enough, but we were playing St Dominic’s, it was the final game of the season, and I guess she was out to impress.

A pity, too, that it had to be cricketers. Soccer players now, they’re different. They’re sweaty and smelly, and ten minutes into the game they’re covered in mud and grime. Who’d notice a splash or two of vomit? But at half-time, cricket players stroll off the field looking as clean and white as when they started. Which is hardly surprising, considering that most of them haven’t done anything more energetic than sit around waiting to go in or stand around waiting for the ball to lob their way.

So you can imagine the effect on all that crisp white laundry-brightness when those curry pies hit those gastro-intestinal tracts.

I don’t have to imagine it. I was there.

Not in the team, of course. Soccer’s my game, not cricket. I was in the school tuck shop as part of my after-hours detention for putting a soccer ball through the window of the art room. It was open at the time so no glass was broken, which should have counted in my favour. Instead, it landed on Shaylee Murton’s blob of papier-mâché and chicken wire called ‘Dancer’s Torso’ and totally destroyed it. Which should have counted in my favour, too. But there’s no natural justice in this world.

So there I was, stuck at school after everybody had left for the day, helping Mrs Tuck feed the faces of our cricketing heroes. At the break St Dom’s had put 114 runs on the board, which looked pretty bad for the home team. Not as bad, of course, as things looked after the puke.

Simmo, our captain, was the first. I was standing near his table, holding a tray full of glasses. Out of the corner of my eye I saw old KT (otherwise known as our principal, Mr KT Redding) lumber to his feet, and rap on the table for silence. I guessed what was coming: a boring speech about Playing the Game of Life.

‘May I take a few minutes to welcome our good friends and excellent cricketing foes from St Dominic’s,’ he gushed.

I turned to make a run for it. Lucky I did, otherwise I would have copped both gushes full-on. Simmo’s was by far the most spectacular. He stood up, a peculiar look on his face.

‘I think our captain wants to add something at this point,’ KT said encouragingly.

Did he ever. Clutching his abdomen, his face a pale shade of green, Simmo let go with a series of loud explosive bursts that added quite a lot to those unlucky enough to be sitting around him. And hardly was the curry pie out of Simmo’s mouth, than it seemed like the entire shelter shed was in eruption mode.

I almost heaved, myself, no kidding. As I said, the flow-on effect is deadly. All you can do in that sort of situation is to cover your mouth and get right away from the disaster area as fast as possible. Which is what I did. Some poor sucker would cop the job of cleaning out the shed but it sure wasn’t going to be me.

Next morning the story flashed around the school faster than a scalded cat. By first recess, everybody was an instant expert on the texture, fluid volume and bucket capacity of the individual up-chucks. The cricketers were the biggest brag artists, of course. ‘Jeez, did I do a wicked vomit!’ boasted Ziggie Johnson, just as if he’d made a century not out, or something similarly heroic. It was enough to make you gag, no kidding.

Curry pies were immediately withdrawn from sale. It left a big hole in the diets of people like Gazza Fleming who had eaten almost nothing else for years. He stood gazing at the vacant line on the tuck shop menu, speechless with shock. By Wednesday he was jittery, wild-eyed and desperate. By the end of the week he was making illicit runs to the deli on the corner of Wattle Street.

As one of those closely involved in The Big Barf (as it came to be called), I was in great demand next day. Even Cato wanted to know all the gory details.

I’ve known Cato Leonard since we were both in Year 3 and he hasn’t changed much from those days. He’s taller, of course, and his shoulders are even more hunched from all the book reading he does. But he still wears the same kind of round wire-rimmed glasses he did back then, and his lank blond hair still flops over his right eye, and his nickname is still The Brain.
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